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SWOTS POTSf^riALITIES IN WESTERN DEPOSE AS A BASE AREA 
FOR TACTICAL OPERATIONS OR AS A NATURAL BASTION 
(Contribution to NiE®34) 




Because of its location# control of the Iberian Peninsula or denial of 
its facilities to tho USSR ie of primary importance in planning for Western 
defense * The Peninsula# as a base of military operations, dominates the 
narrow Strait of Gibraltar# the air and sea lanes of the western Mediterranean, 
and the nomal air and aea routes connecting Western Europe with South 
America and Africa* 

The Iberian Peninsula is roughly square in shape and about equal in area 
to the states of Washington* Oregon# and Idaho combined 0 There are apprcsdmtely 
23 million people in Spain wMch occupies five^airfchs of the total area of 
the Peninsula), about 8J- million in Portugal, 24*000 in Gibraltar, and 5,000 
in the small Spanish-speakisg Republic of Andorra* The Iberian Peninsa'La is 
relatively inaccessible to attack. It is bordered by seas except along its 
431«9flile land boundary with France# liiere the Pyrenees provide a foraidaKL© 
natural barrier* Access via the coast is difficult because, of the paucity 
of good harbors or landing areas. Access through the Pyrenees is limited to 
a small number of passes* 

Within the Iberian Peninsula five areas are of key strategic imnortoncei 
(a) Lisbon, as the transportation# tol©c<Muaication, and administrative 
center of Portugal? (b) Madrid, as th© transportation, telccoaffiiunication, 
and administrative center of Spain? (e) Barcelona, for its eoKsaercial and 
industrial activity? (d) the Bllbao-*San Sebastian area, for its indt’istry and 
mining? and (©) Gibraltar* The five key strategic laud and sea routes that 
provide access to the interior of the Iberian Peninsula arcs (a) along the 
coast at the west cud of the Pyrenees, (b) along th© coast at the oast cud 
of the Pyrenees* (c) from the port of Lisbon and the To jo Valley to Spain 
via Badajos, (d) from ports at the northwest and southeast ends of Las Karismas 
Swamp to the Hosota via th© Guadalquivir Valley, and (©) from the port of 
Tarragona and its vicinity to the Keseta via tho Ebro Valley, 

As a base for tactical operations, Iberia is closer to air targets in 
Western Europe than are bases in North Africa* Although there are numoroua 
airfields in th© Peninsula, few are currently suitable for large-scale air 
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activity. Facilities 9 however, could be enlarged or nm facilities coa- 
st rucied, Similarly, present port facilities and naval bases are inadequate 
but could be further developed. Unskilled labor sufficient for construction 
work is readily available. Among the disadvantages involved in the us© of 
Iberia ao a tactical base are rugged terrain, shortage of adequate internal 
road and railroad routes and facilities,' seasonal power deficiencies, and 
possibility of tmtor-aupply shortages in eusamsr. 

In ©vent of a defeat of NATO forces north of the Pyrenees, the Iberian 
Peninsula provides a natural bastion® The rugged nature of the terrain would 
be of groat assiatanc© in facilitating defense against land attack* On the 
north the Pyrenees provide a natural defense lino that is difficult to breach 
except in tho coastal areas at the extreme oast and west* A successful 
invasion by way of these coastal routes would be difficult to accomplish with- 
out sea and air control* Internal, supply lines in Iberia, however, could 
easily be interrupted because tho small number of roads and railroads, built 
with an unusually largo number of bridges and tunnels, makes them particularly 
vulnerable to attack. 



a. 2&g §a& . 

Iberia is a ragged peninsula with. an elevation evoraging about 2,000 
foot* The tfossba, tho large control plateau, is bordered by rugged mountains 
on all sides axcopt tho west, where tho. edge of tho Meseta is cut by stoop 
valleys, Consequently, crosscountry movement in virtually all parts of the 
Peninsula is hampered by Hie terrain. To the north of tho Mossta are th© 
Cordillera Cant&brlca and Pyrenees $ 'ho tho oast, the Sierra de Cuonca end 
coastal ranges, and to the south, tho Sierra llorena and Sierra Nevada (no© 
accanparying map, CIA 1X9393* The Peseta itself is divided into two parts 
by tho Sierra do (taodamoa, and Sierra do Credos, which rlsp to an average 
of 2 P 500 foot above the general level of ‘tho plateau* Since ao much ©f the 
Iberian Peninsula la mountainous* it is veil-suited to guerrilla warfare® 

The Pyrenees along tho on© loud frontier provide a natural defense 
lino* They attain a maximum width of 87 miles in the middle section, whore 
tho mountains rise to heights of 11,000 feet* Tho narrow coastal corridors 
at each ©ad of the Pyrenees could b© more easily broached than the passes in 
the central asotloiiu, ©specially if the defenders did not have ccsiplete air 
end sea control® In addition to the two coastal corridors, through railroads 
and roads from France to Spain cross the Soreness at only two points -» Puorto 
del Seaport, which is ever 5,000 foot above sea level, and the Fuigcorda Pass 
at 3,700 feet® From a inilitoty point of view the coastal routes aro easier 
to cross, sine© tho two interior pas bog are blocked by snow fTcsa A to 6 month© 
each year. Six other roads, five of which are of only minor importance, cross 
the Pyrenees* 

«» 2 <* 
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The Ebro Basin in tec northeast and the Gmdalquivir, or Aa&aXtisien, 
Lowlands in the south are the only two important plains in the Iberian 
Peninsula* In addition to parts of the Moesta and of tho interrupted coastal 
lowlands, terrain favorable for the employment of mechanised equipment occurs 
only in those two plains areas* 

The Iberian coastline in general is not favorable for landing 
operations* Most of the north coast is steep and rocky, with the formidable 
Cordillera Caniabrica immediately inland# the west coast of Spain contains 
a number of good harbors, but they are backed by steep slopes rising to a 
hilly plateau# In northern Portegal the coast is lew and sandy, and the 
coastline is almost straight; along the southern half of tee coast, cliffs 
alternate with low, sandy beaches# Similar coastal conditions continue along 
th© southern coast of Spain as far cast as Gibraltar# Immediately Inland, 
las Mariams Swamp provides a barrier to land movement® From Gibraltar 
eastward to Cartagena, mountains reach the sea in many places, and beaches 
in this section are relatively few and isolated# Tho cast coast north of 
Cartagena contains few harbors bit is highly varied in character, including 
long sandy beaches, irrigated areas, cliffs, and hills # 

Hie most favorable approaches to the Iberian Peninsula from the sea 
would involve landings either in Portugal or southwestern Spain* In this 
area are Lisbon, which is the bsjxMovoloped port of the Peninsula, numerous 
smaller ports, and a nraribsr of points at which amphibious leadings" could be 
made with relative ease# Access to tee Mg seta is slightly more feasible from 
the Gouthwost coast than from other coasts, but tee terrain along the Spanish** 
Portuguese border is rugged, cad contact between tee two countries Is limited# 

A secondary area fox* approach by sea is provided by several landing points 
along the east coast between Barcelona and Cartagena* This coast might be 
selected by an enemy fore© in order to hy-paes the Soreness o Despite the lack 
of good harbors and tee presence of coastal mountains suitable for defensive 
action, a beachhead established at sense point such as Tarragona would partially 
cut off Barcelona and would be a threat to air and supply bases in the Ebro 
Basin# 

i>. a te£ 9 ^a&Jaa&a £ « 

She cliinate of most of te® Iberian Peninsula, like that of Southern 
California or Italy, is Characterised by hot, dry summers ( Apr il~I*cv<®bar ) 
and cod, wet winters (Docemter4toeh) * The chief eccoeption to this genoralisar 9 
tion is the nortewsstesia coast, whore the weather is cod and damp virtually 
the year round# Rainfall is heaviest in the northwestern part of the Peninsula 
and lightest in the ecruteeastern part# 

Violent downpours occur during teo winter, wh©sa swollen streams become 
barriers; the ground beemss muddy; and rain, heavy cloud cover, low ceilings, 
and icing conditions hamper flying# In tee summer, with little or ncr rain, 
the ground becemes dry and firm, and streams are fordable* Cloud cover Id 

«*» ^ 
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light , and flying conditions arc generally excellent* Toward the end of 
tho summer, however, blowing dust becomes a nuisance, and shortages of water 
supply and power ar© a problem* 

Temperature ©srfcraates are greater in the interior of the Peninsula 
than on the coast* In winter, holow^freesing temperatures and snow occur In 
mountain regions and higher portions of the Maseta® Summers are hot and 
sunny, ©specially in August, but humidity is usually low® Troops would 
suffer less from heat in summer than from damp cold in winter* In general, 
the summer weather is considerably more favorable than the winter weather 
for military action* 

An extensive not of meteorological observation stations is operated 
under the Spanish Ministry of Air. Forecasts are made with a fair degree 
of accuracy, despite lack of adequate equipment and cojisumi cations * In 
Portugal, weather forecasts arc made by the National Meteorological Service 
(similar to the US Weather Bureau), the Amy Ifeteorological Service, end tho 
Navy (at Avoir©)* Portuguese forecasters, in both civil and military services® 
depend upon US personnel for guidance and leadership* In both Spain end 
Portugal, forecasters at the larger airfields usually give better forecasts 
them those at loss important stations* 


Water is a critical factor in tho Iberian Peninsula* Two aspects 
ar© of particular strategic significance ««* water supply for disking and 
water supply for hydroelectric power® 

The procurement of an adequate water supply would present a problem 
in parts Of central and southern Spain, particularly in 'tho area of La Mancha* 
For example, thsro are immerous stretches of diy country where water for the 
use of railway locomotives has always been in short supply* Only five 
provincial capitals «— Bilbao, CastolI<&, IMrid, Saragossa, and Zamora — 
have a water supply adequate to provide an average of 200 liters per capita 
daily for the present population® 

In tho Iberian Peninsula, hydroelectric power is extremely important, 
since coal deposits are of inferior quality and insufficient in quantity for 
domestic requirements and sine© petroleum production is nmesdatent in Portugal 
and inaignifie&nt in Spain® hydroelectric power 5 , however, is subject to tho 
fluctmilons of climate and closed to damage by aerial attack® Power facilities 
in both Spain and Portugal are currently incapable ©f mooting domestic needs* 

Approximately 10 percent of Spain end 19 percent of Portugal arc 
forested* Much of the reminder of tho nonagr 1 cultural land is brush-covered 
or is grassland or semidesort* Small timbers of the typo usable for pit-props 
are available in northern Portugal and northwestern Spain* Other lumber, as 
well as wood pulp and paper, must be disported* 


«> «* 
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Soho stands of confers la the higher mountains ar© dens© ©sough to 
provide year-round concealment for troops* The Pyrenees ar© more heavily 
forested on the Freaoh aid© ’than on the Spanish, Hardwoods such as oak*, s 
b©och, and chestnut would provide corKioalment in northern Portugal and 
northwestern Spain during the summer* An inferior typo of year-round conceal- 
moat is provided in the south and southeast by a mixture of live oak 5 cork 
oak, and olive* The uaforostod area not in crops is usually covered by esparto 
grass or rnqaie, v&ich provide little in the way of concealment* 

Slop©, rather than soil and. lithology, would be the most critical 
factor for movement of troops because of the rugged terrain of much of the 
Iberian Peninsula, Rod: and gravel for road building and airfield construc- 
tion are usually easily obtained* Existing emont-makiag facilities could b© 
utilised and expanded. Areas of altadura, loos© sand, and coastal swaape 
and areas subject to flood ar© relatively small and scattered over the 
PouinsuX&s so that they can bo avoided by troops*. 



Tfao highways of Spain ar© not adequate for modern military 
traffic* The Spanish highway system radiates from Madrid, and good connecting 
roads ia outlying areas ar© few* The deficiency is particularly important 
in -the Pyrenees, wkor© the Spanish roads ar© poor* On tha French aid© of the 
border the network of roads is much batter* 

Among the obstacles encountered in Spain are weak or narrow 
bridges, narrow streets throu^a towns, overhanging balconies, sharp curves, 
steep grades, switchbacks, tunnels, and a lack of alternative routes* Road 
construction is at e standstill, and maintenance of existing roads is insdeqaato* 
Ihrtheraoro, Spain lacks the means to buy asphalt and rosd-bullding machinery*; 

There is also a shortage of motor vehicles, tires, parts, and 
gasoline* The majority of vehicles in use axe over 10 years old, and both 
passengers and freight move primarily by railroad* 

Tb© highways and vehic3.es of Portugal ere in better condition 
than those of Spain# In Portugal a considerable amount of new road con- 
struction is in progress, maintenance is better, and vehicles in general are 
more aodom* An outstanding deficiency is the lack of a bridge over the 
Rio Tejo in th© Lisbon vicinity* Humorous obstacles in Portugal, such as 
narrow bridges, narrow roads, and 'the lack of alternative routes, make 
heavy military movements difficult* 
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(2) Railroad s* 

The railroads of the Xberi&n Peninsula are unquestionably t h© 
worst la Western Europe* Tho railroads of Spain ere 3n exceptionally bad 
shape* steady deterioration having taken place since 1930* The basic rail 
nets of both Spain and Portugal have 5«*foot~-6~lnch gauge as compared with 
the 4nPoot-«-S|»inGh gauge in the US and France* A number of narrow-gauge 
lines are of local Importance in both Spain and Portugal* 

The broad-gauge Spanish railroad system centers on Madrid and 
connects all the main cities with the capital (see accompanying map* 

CIA 11939) • However* no lino is double-tracked for the entire distance from 
Mhdrid to any seaport* Sections of rail routes have been electrified, partly 
because of the shortage of good coal* 

Railroad construction in Spain is difficult because of the rugged 
terrain* The numerous tuimda* sharp curves* frequent stoop gradients* poor 
roadbeds* and old aid inadequately maintained rolling stock mak© fast train 
operations impossible* Signals are inadequate, the supply of all kinds of 
equipment is insufficient, freight cars are in most casss without brakes, 
hotbosxjs are common, and ties are old and rotten* As a result, accidents 
aro numerous* Bridges are in such poor condition that trains must often 
slow down to a crawl* The system cannot handle present peacetime traffic 
adequately, and freight is constantly backlogged* Spain needs to import 
finished railway equipment specially designed to fit tho broad gauge, steel 
for domestic railway equipment production, ties, and coal* 

The railroads of Spain are highly vulnerable to air attack and 
sabotage because of th© many tunnels and bridges and the lack of alternative 
routes* Bef enso of the Pyrenees would bo a serious problem from tho point 
of view of the present railroad capabilities* In 1947 the withdrawal of 
60,000 Spanish troops from the Pyrenees required 3 months® time and to a 
largo extent disrupted normal railway traffic* The difference in gauge between 
the French sad Spanish railroads necessitates transfer of goods at the border* 

The railroads of Portugal aro in better condition than those of 
Spain, but oven there deterioration of rolling stock and fhol shortages 
or© serious* Competition by highway buses and trucks has increased more 
rapidly in Portugal than in Spain* In Portugal, however, railroads arc aftL® 
to move freight more promptly than in Spain* Although tho domestic railway** 
equipment industry is insignificant, Portugal is in a better position than 
Spain to make purchases abroad* 
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(3) SMLitesfca* 

1 ; 

Tho economies of Spain and Portugal have not encouraged the 
extensive devalopment of civil aviation. Airport development program, 
however, have progressed in both countries. Other than military aircraft, 

‘oho onOy significant use of airports is by Iberia (the Spanish national 
airline) , the smaller Aviacion y Comsrcio (Spanish), Transporter Agrees, 
Portugueses, Aero Pbrtugucsa, and various foreign airlines serving the ' 
major cities. 411 pilots of Iberia are reservo or active ccranissioned 
officers in the Spanish Air Force. Commercial equipment is meetly ITS- 

i . . ^ airports are those at Madrid, Lisbon, Barcelona, 

Sevill©, Gibraltar, Valencia, Oporto, Cartagena, and Salamanca, ^ara- other 
cities have airports suitable for small aircraft, which could he improved 
for use by combat planes. Among the major deficiencies are lack of air 
traffic control systems, inadequacy of beacons, and shortage of trained 
communications personnel. Lisbon, Madrid (Barajas), Barcelona, and Seville 
airports are equipped to handle night landings and are suitable for limited 
use hy medium bombers and jot fighters. 

! 

(4) 

Th© rivers of the Iberian Peninsula ... contribute very little to 
the transportation network because of their steep gradients, shifting channels, 
seasonal variations in flow, and the orimary use of water for irrigation 
and power purposes. • 

w The Guadalquivir River is the most important inland ¥at©‘H#sy & 

being navigable to Seville by ocean-going vessels. The Guadiana River is 
nav'j.gaolo for 2# miles to the copper pyrit© shipping port of Fomarao by 
3hips tip to 3,000 tons requiring a minimum depth of 16 feet. Other rivers 
are used vary little for transportation, except for access to a few ports 
(such as Huelva and Bilbao), which are located a short distance inland from 
*“» coast „ la most cases the zivere merely provide obstructions to be ov®- 
ocmc in road and railroad construction. For example, the Hio Tajo. with its 
wide estuary, marshy southern bank, and narrow gorge near the Spanish frontier* 

; is a serious obs*caclo to land transportation between northern and southern 

Portugal. Xn the cats© of the Ebro in Spain, a very shallow river mouths 
numerous sandbanks ; a deep, almost impassable gorge 30 miles long in. its 
lower course? and diversion of its water for irrigation purposes make navigation 
impractical. 

(5) Scasort so 

Most ports in the Xborian Peninsula have artificial harbors and 
poor inland communications. The harbors are open to soa and air attack* and 
post entrances are vulnerable to soa nines. Fueling facilities are often 
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inadequate* In general* Iberian ports are not being need to full capacity* 
Further ©sponsion would be possible because of the availability of mtmowor 
for construction and of harbor sites that could be developed® 

In tho ovent of a&litsxy operations* the us© of existing ports 
could bo increased and port facilities espaa&ed. Initially* at least* the 
inadequate inland transportation facilities would bo a serious handicap to 
effective port utilisation* 

The major porta of the Iberian ^Peninsula are Lisbon* Bilbao* 

El Ferrol, Vigo* Oporto* Huelva, Seville, Cadiz, Algociraa, Gibraltar, 

Malaga, Cartagena, Alicante, Valencia* Barcelona, and Palma* Cartagena 
(which is the only good natural harbor on the east coast), Gibraltar, Cadis, 

EX Ferrol, and Palma are naval bases and would probably be less vulnerable 
to attack than the major ccerzaaroia! ports* 

Among minor ports the harbors with best natural protection are 
found in northwestern Spain between El Forrol and Vigo* Setubal in Portugal 
has a large natural harbor ‘that could be developed to supplement the port 
of Lisbon* 

limited facilities for shipbuilding arc available at a few ports 
in the Iberian Peninsula, particularly Bilbao# Such activities ero at present 
hampered by lack of means to import or mraifacture certain essential equipment, 
such as motel parts and engines* 


Telecccmrunicitions are considered to fc© in hotter operation 
condition than any other public services in Spain* Overall telephone 
facilities, which wore the property of the International Telephone and 
Telegraph Corporation prior to purchase by tho Spanish Government in 1945, 
are bettor than in Franc© or Portugal and bettor than telegraph facilities 
within Spain* Integration among telephone, telegraph, and radio Is poor 
throughout the Iberian Peninsula* Service would be seriously hampered by the 
destruction of Madrid and Lisbon* 

Radio broadcasting stations are found in moat Spanish citlos. 
Radio Madrid sad Radio Barcelona being the most important* Lisbon is ih© 
main center of radio broadcasting activities in Portugal# 



Is density the population of tho Iberian Peninsula is about equal to 
that of £?©v England but varies greatly from esao part of tho Peninsula to 
another* In general., population ie most dense and urban concentrations are 
most dimerous near tho seaeoast, Madrid being tho on© major exception® The 
population density is lowest in an area extending from the Pyrenees through 
the Ebro Basin and Sierra de Cuenca to tho aemiarid La Mancha* 
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In addition to the city of Madrid* tbe five areas of densest popu- 
lation aro (l) Barcelona and vicinity, (2; the Valeneia-Alicante area, 

(3) the l i Jalaga«C*SdiK area, ( 4 ) the Atlantic coast from Lisbon to El Ferrol, 
and (5) tho Bilbao«San , Sebastian area* The throe largest cities arc 
Madrid (approximately 1,400,000), Barcelona (approximately 1,250,000), and 
Lisbon (approximately 800,000)* 

In terms of numbers the Iberian Peninsula can supply a sisaKlo 
labor force, but trained technicians and skilled labor are in short supply* 
By temperaaont the Portuguese are better able to deal easily with strangers 
than arc tho Spaniards 0 
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